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In Edna O’Brien’s 2012 memoir, Country Girl, she recalls observing the Dublin literati of the 1950s, the Dublin of Patrick Kavanagh, Flann O’Brien, and Austin Clarke, and appears in one scene as a fascinated recorder of male anxieties of influence: 
Joyce was constantly spoken of in these circles, and not always favourably. … [Flann O’Brien], when asked if he resembled Joyce, would say “that nothing was further from Detroit”, and that Finnegans Wake was a “wallet of literary underwear”. … His harshest jibes, however, were for the Prairie Professors, Americans, talking through their “caubs” and descending on Dublin to write their theses on Herr Joyce…​[1]​ 
 This essay examines the politics of Joyce biography, the different anxieties of influence to be found in the history of writing Joyce’s life, and explores why these matter to reading Edna O’Brien. The profound influence of the relationship of O’Brien and Joyce, between one of Ireland’s most important contemporary writers and the dominant architect of Irish modernism, can be observed in her fiction. It appears, for instance, in the style and form of novels such as A Pagan Place (1970), where O’Brien adopts Joycean techniques in translating the interior life of the novel’s protagonist, and Night (1972), which can be read as an adaptation of Molly Bloom’s soliloquy. But the affinities between these two writers are most dramatically played out in O’Brien’s life writing, in her biography of Joyce and in her recent memoir Country Girl. In O’Brien’s non-fiction, we can most readily observe her fascination with the life of Joyce and her critically alert interventions in the history of writing Joyce’s life.
	As O’Brien writes the life of Joyce, she engages with the different accounts of Joyce’s life generated by his family, colleagues, and critics that constitute the multi-faceted, and sometimes conflicting, corpus of Joyce biography. She navigates that history as a woman writer who shares a well-documented affinity with Joyce’s work, but at the same time she keeps a careful distance between her own creative life and Joyce’s achievements. O’Brien takes up different subject positions in imagining the life of Joyce and in casting Joyce as a character in her own life. In particular, her life writing offers a range of self-conscious and knowing processes of fictionalisation that extend from the passionate celebration of an all-important modernist predecessor to the assertion of her own position as a contemporary Irish woman writer expanding the boundaries of the Irish literary canon. These strategies found in O’Brien’s life writing provide the Irish woman writer a means of coming to terms with the legacies and achievements of Irish literary modernism. 
In engaging with Joyce’s life and work, O’Brien shows a vivid awareness of the politics of the canon of Joyce biography, a familiarity that she shares with other scholars, and one that is sensitive to the challenge of writing Joyce’s life. In particular, she invokes as an influence Richard Ellmann’s magisterial 1959 biography, James Joyce, which remains the most lauded of the many accounts of the author’s life, by way of pledging allegiance to the greatest of Joyce’s biographers. Yet, to do so is also to acknowledge the scholarly anxieties generated by Joyce.  Even Richard Ellmann was not immune to such anxieties. In the  introduction to the festshrift for Ellmann published after his death, the editors describe how, at one point, the American-born Ellmann feared he had become an object of resentment in Irish literary circles – one of the “prairie professors” pilloried by the gathered company in scenes captured by O’Brien in Country Girl​[2]​. This anecdote offers one reminder of some of the tensions in the politics of Joyce biography and calls attention to the obstacles that O’Brien faced in taking on the life of Joyce in the form of a literary biography. 
 Richard Ellmann’s work offers further insights into the complexities of self-representation vis-à-vis Joyce. Ellmann edited Stanislaus Joyce’s memoir My Brother’s Keeper: James Joyce’s Early Years. First published in 1958, just a year before the first edition of Ellmann’s biography, My Brother’s Keeper surveys the first twenty-two years of Joyce’s life from the perspective of Stanislaus, though Ellmann offers an illuminating introduction and footnotes that jog Stanislaus along as he tells his brother’s story. As editor, Ellmann contributes directly to the material production of the text. He defers to Stanislaus Joyce in his introduction and footnotes, always referring to him as “Professor Joyce”; however, at times, he performs his authority and expertise by pausing to expand on Stanislaus’s text or to place certain references for the reader. His introduction tempers the image of Stanislaus as a mere servant to his brother’s genius by gallantly drawing attention to how Stanislaus made an active contribution to his brother’s writing life and suggesting that they shared an intellectual companionship that was important to the development of the young James. And Ellmann ultimately brings the narrative to a close by announcing the death of Stanislaus Joyce; the reader arrives at the final page and receives a note that reads: “The manuscript ends here”​[3]​. This text offers rich examples of how the biographer can and does position himself as a central “character” in the story of his subject’s life. 
The vexed nature of authorial positioning in the literary biographies of Joyce is evident elsewhere and further foregrounds the contests that O’Brien was all to conscious of  in taking on the challenge of writing Joyce’s life. Ira B. Nadel confronted the conundrum faced by the Joyce biographer writing after Ellmann by addressing the proliferation of James Joyce’s “many lives”: 
Yet how does one write such a life? Brenda Maddox’s Nora (1988), Peter Costello’s James Joyce: The Years of Growth (1992), and Morris Beja’s James Joyce (1992), are three recent attempts to tell or retell the Joyce story; along with critical essays by Bernard McGinley and Ron Bush, they suggest conflicting but convincing visions and alternate readings of Joyce. Collectively, their versions of the life – rather than a life – set the stage for a new narrative: just as there are now many texts of Ulysses, there are many lives of Joyce. The challenge, however, is to present these contradictory selves in a persuasive but documented biographical account. ​[4]​
It is with an awareness of this complex, sometimes fraught, self-reflexive history that O’Brien takes a studied attitude to Joyce and to the canon of Joyce biography. She moves across a spectrum of subject positions from the deeply reverential to the playfully irreverent, from veneration to casual intimacy, and does so in ways that are set by the terms of her own writing interests and commitments. 
Joyce is, of course, not the only writer to emerge in O’Brien’s canon of life stories. 
She has also written a biography of Byron – the nineteenth-century English poet whom Stephen Dedalus chooses to defend in A Portrait of the Artist as a Young Man (1916). The poet is first given a small walk-on part in O’Brien’s work in the epilogue to The Country Girls published in the 1987 edition of the trilogy in which Baba describes Kate’s psychological breakdown as “all that kind of Lord Byron lunacy”.​[5]​ Byron is given a significantly more conventional biographical treatment in O’Brien’s biography of the poet​[6]​ when compared to how she tells the life of Joyce. It is written with a studied detachment that maintains a careful distance between O’Brien the biographer and her subject and the prose style of the work is restrained in ways that are markedly different from her more personal treatment of Joyce.  
O’Brien’s biography of Joyce is not her only engagement of modernist narratives. T. S. Eliot appears as an important player in her account of her first encounter with Joyce in Country Girl, where she recalls her discovery of Joyce via Eliot’s Introducing Joyce (1942).  And in her play about Virginia Woolf, Virginia (1981), O’Brien offers a different kind of exercise in life writing that attempts to encompass the author’s life and adapt it for the stage. Of these modernist influences, Joyce remains the most important fixation in O’Brien’s life and work. In O’Brien’s first novel, The Country Girls (1960), Caithleen Brady develops a preoccupation with Joyce’s Dubliners. She has to defend the life of Joyce in the face of her friend and nemesis Baba’s dismissive retorts:
“Will you for Chrissake, stop asking fellas if they’ve read James Joyce’s Dubliners? They’re not interested. They’re out for a night. Eat and drink all you can and leave James Joyce to blow his own trumpet.”
“He’s dead.”
“Well, for God’s sake, then, what are you worrying about?”​[7]​ 
This early scene lays down an important template for O’Brien’s own literary relationship with Joyce. She moves between the reverence of Caithleen and the exuberant irreverence of Baba, who represent two different possible modes for living as well as for reading Joyce. 
Caithleen and Baba also, I would argue, represent two different roles taken up by O’Brien as she fashioned her own public responses to Joyce. In an interview published in 2000, O’Brien appears as an earnest supplicant when asked about Joyce’s importance to her writing life:  
Oh yes, I thank James Joyce. I fold my hands and say, “God bless you James Joyce,” every day. I was working in a chemist shop in the Cabra Road here in Dublin and obsessed about writing. I came across a little book called Introducing James Joyce, by T. S. Eliot. … I learnt from it about the dazzlement, audacity, and fluidity of language. ​[8]​ 
Later, in her memoir, Country Girl, she returns to this all-important formative encounter with Eliot’s Introducing Joyce: 
I bought it for fourpence and carried it with me everywhere, including to pharmacy lectures, so that I could read it at will and copy out the sentences, luminous and labyrinthine as they were. It was when I copied them that I began to realise how great they were, the short, flawless snatches of dialogue, lush descriptions of corpses and steers and pigs and kine, of sea and sea stones, and then the ordinary ascensions, in which worlds within worlds unfolded.​[9]​ 
In scenes such as this, O’Brien seems to embrace fully the role of earnest apprentice, but such scenes are matched by encounters with Joyce in which she identifies him as an equal, a literary companion and compatriot. 
O’Brien’s James Joyce, first published in 1999, is ambitious in its attempt to tell the complete story of Joyce’s life although it gravitates towards the shared history of Joyce and Nora Barnacle. The opening of the biography includes a carefully executed homage to what she calls the fluidity of Joyce’s language: 
James Joyce, poor joist, “a funnominal man, supporting a gay house in a slum of despond”. His name derived from the Latin and meant joy but at times he thought himself otherwise – a jejeune Jesuit spurning Christ’s terrene body, a lecher, a Christian brother in luxuriousness, a Joyce of all trades, a bullock befriending bard, a peerless mummer, a priestified kinchite, a quill-frocked friar, a timoneer, a pool-beg flasher and a man with the gift of the Irish majacule script.​[10]​
This companionable familiarity with Joyce calls into view a very different relationship with her patron saint. It suggests an intimacy that has a levelling effect in her relationship with her subject. As a means of setting the tone of the biography this opening serves two important functions. First, it playfully evens the field, drawing Joyce into an intimate conversation on O’Brien’s terms; second, it establishes a clearly defined relationship, based on equality and mutuality, not just with Joyce, but with the formidable canon of Joyce biography. In her memoir, she recounts of one of her first meetings with Ernest Gébler, whom she would later marry: “He was so cosmopolitan and so cultured. He spoke of James Joyce with a familiarity and referred to Leopold Bloom as Poldy”.​[11]​ The power and literary authority conferred by being on such casual and intimate terms with Joyce is fully appropriated by O’Brien in the early pages of her James Joyce.   
O’Brien’s biography of Joyce was first published in the United States as part of the Penguin Lives series. This series brings its biographers into contact with great authors with whom they have a special affinity. For example, the Canadian author Carol Shields wrote the life of Jane Austen for the series. Austen looms large in Shields’s work, both in her explicit referencing of Austen’s work as well as in these authors’ shared reception. Like Austen, Shields has at times found herself regarded as a miniaturist in ways that risk limiting the importance and value of her work. Shields’s prologue establishes a personal and intimate history between the author and her subject and opens with an anecdote about how she and her daughter co-presented a paper at the 1996 meeting of the Jane Austen Society of North America.​[12]​ The Penguin Lives series, then, unapologetically gives the biographer free rein to write the biographical equivalent of a fan letter, one guided by their primary interests and instincts. 
The poetic license allowed by the Penguin Lives series is most apparent in the parts of Joyce’s life that O’Brien chooses to amplify in her biography. It is also evident in the book’s material presentation. In the bibliography of O’Brien’s James Joyce, for example, sources appear not in alphabetical order, but in order of  “Author Preference”. The bibliography is very clearly a version of O’Brien’s own private canon, which is not in any way concerned with scholarly convention – not even with the bibliographical conventions of including details of date and place of publication. Richard Ellmann and Stanislaus Joyce are, unsurprisingly, given special billing on O’Brien’s list. This format recapitulates the intimacy not only with Joyce but also with Joycean scholarship that confers, in O’Brien’s opinion, authority over her subject.
Because of the anxiety generated by Joyce as a prized but challenging biographical subject and O’Brien’s assertive move to strike a position in critical conversations about the writer, early reviews of the book expressed a good deal of unease on the part of literary scholars. In World Literature Today (2001), a review by William Pratt opens on a particularly sceptical note: “What Edna O’Brien and James Joyce have in common is that they are both Irish writers, which may be justification enough for readers of Edna O’Brien, but may leave readers of Joyce wondering if the book is justified. Is a feminist perspective on Joyce worth having? Well, here it is, like it or not…”.​[13]​ Pratt goes on to express particular concern at how “She is rather condescending to most of the critics of Joyce’s work…”.​[14]​In dramatic contrast, and in an unusual case of two reviews of the same book appearing in a single journal issue, Michael Gillespie offers separate responses to two different editions of the biography in an issue of the James Joyce Quarterly: a review of the Weidenfeld and Nicolson edition of the book published in the UK and a second review of the version of the book published by Penguin in the US. Gillespie’s reviews are thoughtful and self-questioning contemplations of the scholarly anxieties that arise when the life and work of Joyce are taken up outside of the academy. He concludes in the first review that:  “‘a little learning is a dang’rous thing,’ but I’m not sure if the phrase should apply to O’Brien or to me”​[15]​ while the second review of the corrected American edition is a good deal less ambivalent about endorsing the work as the author is reassured that the necessary amendments have been made to more accurately represent a number of the details of Joyce’s history.​[16]​  
As noted by a number of her critics, O’Brien is most interested in this biography in the women in Joyce’s life. O’Brien also takes special care over what she calls “Writers and their mothers – the uncharted deep”,​[17]​ which reflects the importance of mother-daughter relationships in all of her work, most strikingly in The Country Girls Trilogy (1960-1964), her earlier memoir Mother Ireland (1976), and the more recent novel The Light of Evening (2006). She describes how in writing her first novel:  “I wanted to be a good girl, particularly to my mother, and not to offend her. On the other side of that coin, what they call the dark side, I wanted to kill her, indeed I did kill her – she dies in the first fifty pages of The Country Girls”.​[18]​ In keeping with this, much of O’Brien’s writing history is shot through with what Anne Fogarty identifies as a recurring matrophobia in one strand of Irish women’s writing.​[19]​ Fogarty argues that O’Brien’s fiction is not alone in its matrophobic tendencies, which she sees as part of a larger anxiety in Irish women’s fiction about being subject to the same oppressive regimes that determine and limit the life of the mother figure in contemporary novels about Irish women’s lives. 
However, O’Brien’s treatment of Joyce’s mother in the biography runs contra to the evidence of matrophobia found elsewhere in her work. She offers an extended and sympathetic defence of Joyce’s mother, May Joyce, describing her letters to her son in the following terms: 
Her letters to him in Paris are a cry for reconciliation and her own strangled longing for recognition. She was not, she wished him to know, as stupid as he thought her to be and her ignorance was not for want of a longing desire to better herself. Here was a woman over forty, ten children living, five dead, a husband who invariably drank his pay-packet, writing to her gifted son of his ambitions and the prospects which lay ahead for him. Her solicitude is heart-breaking, he is not to touch the drinking water unless it is filtered or boiled.​[20]​ 
Such moments of recognition are suggestive of some of the concerns that drive O’Brien’s worries over the reception of her own reading of and relationship with Joyce. She goes on to make a case for his mother’s influence on his work: “Her letters are amazing testaments to her love for him and they are as well the first glimpse of the galloping unpunctuated style which would become Molly Bloom’s distinctive trademark”.​[21]​ Here, O’Brien reads Joyce’s mother, and more particularly May’s epistolary writing, as an influence on the male author who would one day influence her own work.
O’Brien’s biography is also especially keen to attend to the story of Nora Barnacle and in many ways can be read as a biography of the Joyces, the story of their life together.
Nora Barnacle is introduced as “a Galway girl who had run away from her family after a brutal beating by a jealous uncle because of her seeing a local Protestant boy”.​[22]​ This history of rebellion, jealousy, and family feuding resembles, of course, the plot of O’Brien’s own early life as it unfolds in her memoir Country Girl. With that in mind, it is also clear that O’Brien writes the life of Joyce with a particular alertness to the role Nora Barnacle has been cast in his life. She writes about Nora with a full and, at times, wry awareness that they share a common West of Ireland ancestry, a shared history that risks casting O’Brien, too, in role of Joyce’s handmaiden: “He was a Dubliner, she was from Galway; she was to bring in her jingles, her stories, her pisreogs the echoes of her ancestry, the other half of Ireland – soil, gloom, moon grey nettles, the warring clans and the mutinous Shannon waters”.​[23]​ With such commonalities in mind, O’Brien often comes to Nora’s defence. For example, she reframes the Joyces’ erotic epistolary history: 
These letters are about more than smut. First and foremost they are a measure of the inordinate trust that he had in Nora to allow him to be all things, the child-man, the man-child, the peeping Tom, and the grand seducer. But there is also her own sexual prowess, no small thing for a convent girl from Galway and a radical thing in defiance of that male collusion whereby women are expected to maintain a mystique and conceal their deepest sexual impulses.​[24]​ 
From that point on the detail of O’Brien’s biography is almost as concerned with Nora as it is with James. By offering a full account of Nora’s exasperation, tolerance, and constancy, O’Brien pushes readers beyond the more familiar myths of Nora. Also, by attending to the letter writing of both May Joyce and Nora Barnacle, she foregrounds the importance of the letter as a non-canonical but important form for the woman writer, an idea that is explored in detail in her 2006 novel The Light of Evening, which is largely made up of letters between an Irish woman writer in England and her mother at home in the West of Ireland. 
In her own life, Nora Barnacle sought to put the record straight on a number of counts and at times actively resisted endeavours by her husband’s critics to misrepresent her by reading her through his fiction. In an interview published in Harper’s Bazaar in 1952, she directly refuted the notion that she was Molly Bloom: “I have heard people think I am Molly Bloom in Ulysses, but I’m not; Molly Bloom was much fatter. Anyway I know who was Molly Bloom; she was from Zurich. And I know who Anna Livia Plurabelle was too; she was from Trieste where we lived too”.​[25]​ Barnacle emerges as sceptical of Joyce’s critical following and offers a playful take on her husband’s legacy: “‘Joyce loved to read too,’ said Mrs Joyce. ‘What authors did he like?’ I asked. ‘Well, as a matter of fact,’ she said and smiled, ‘he spent a good deal of time reading himself’”.​[26]​ O’Brien shares with Barnacle a playful sense of Joyce, his work, and his reputation. O’Brien, too, has been mistaken for Molly Bloom, a recurring motif explored in detail by Rebecca Pelan who offers a revealing account of the fetishization of O’Brien as author. Pelan identifies how a crude fixation with O’Brien’s physical appearance, the supposed sexual content of her work, and her apparent West of Ireland authenticity has too often distracted from serious critical attention to her work.​[27]​ Such caricaturing of O’Brien persists even in ostensibly sympathetic responses to her life and work. In a 2000 review of Wild Decembers, Jonathan Yardley described O’Brien as “a force of nature, a wild Irish rose whose prose aches with the music and the passion of her native land”,​[28]​ while an article published on O’Brien in The Times in 2003 by E. Jane Dickson, titled “In the Court of Queen Edna”, figures her as “a minxy Mother Ireland, the kind of woman who might, if she chose, pluck a harp with one hand and milk a cow with the other”.​[29]​ O’Brien herself calmly reflects on these problematic representations of her person and work in the Prologue to Country Girl where she describes how in her later years she has too often been imagined as “a bargain basement Molly Bloom”.’​[30]​ 
There are echoes of Joyce’s life and work throughout O’Brien’s Country Girl.  A more developed reading of these interactions in Country Girl might examine the episodic structure of the autobiography, her careful attention to domestic detail, the echoing of childhood dramas and traumas, the suffering of family life, the fascinations and persecutions of Catholic ritual, and the final call to her mother’s death bed. Most strikingly, O’Brien’s description of the visceral world of her novels resonates powerfully with the Joycean world of “ashpits and old weeds and offal”, evoked so powerfully in one of his best known letters, dated 23rd June 1906:  “It is not my fault that the odour of ashpits and old weeds and offal hangs round my stories. I seriously believe that you will retard the course of civilisation in Ireland by preventing the Irish people from having one good look at themselves in my nicely polished looking-glass”.​[31]​ The world of O’Brien’s home place as it is described in her memoir conjures up similarly visceral associations, as she figures herself as imaginatively tethered “to the world of stirabout and bowel movements, to the cold dark rooms reeking of vomited drink, to the cold dark rooms waiting for their next hideous commission of sin”.​[32]​ Joyce is, then, a constant if discreet companion in Country Girl. But for all of this sympathy there is a marked change of tone when it comes to, for example, Joyce’s mythical women. At one point, O’Brien in her memoir addresses Anna Livia, the female character central to Finnegans Wake, very directly: “‘Soft morning, I am leafy speaking,’ Anna Livia said, except that my mornings were neither soft nor leafy as I set out for work on a crock of a bicycle, trying to negotiate my way between the other cyclists, the buses and people late for work”.​[33]​  And so, like Nora Barnacle before her, O’Brien the country girl turned working girl goes out of her way, where required, to put the record straight, by setting the realities of women’s experience into conversation with powerful mythologies. 
O’Brien stays one step ahead of the assumptions of her critics in a number of ways – 
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